







This paper reports on a study conducted at a private Japanese university in order to determine 
whether students were expressing their actual opinions (as opposed to false opinions) in English 
Discussion Class (EDC) and the factors that can prevent students from expressing their actual 
opinions. A questionnaire was developed and administered to 95 students. A clear majority of 
students (87%) reported that they did in fact express their actual opinions during group discussion 
tasks. However, 73% percent of students reported that they did not express their actual opinions 




At Rikkyo University, all first-year students are required to take two semesters of English 
Discussion Class (EDC). Expressing opinions is one of the most fundamental components of the 
course. In fact, one of the first language functions that is introduced to students is Asking for 
Opinions and Giving Opinions (e.g., “What does everyone think?” / “In my opinion,...”). 
Additional functions such as Giving Reasons and Giving Examples are later introduced to build 
upon this foundation. Students are graded on their classroom performance and receive points for 
appropriate and accurate use of language functions (Hurling, 2012). It is important to consider 
cultural barriers that may interfere with Japanese students’ willingness to express opinions in class, 
especially when there are disagreements within the group. For example, Horne (2010) states that 
there is reason to suggest “Japanese students are likely to delay offering a point of view out of 
consideration to the viewpoint of others. This involves understanding and responding to the 
atmosphere of the group before commenting” (p. 157). Despite the challenge for some students to 
express their opinions directly, it is fair to say that if students are not expressing any opinions 
(genuine or false) in EDC, they are not performing well.  
 I observed several classroom events that caused me to wonder if students were really 
expressing their actual opinions in class. The details of the incidents were recorded in a teaching 
journal. In the first event, during a discussion preparation task a male student working together 
with three other male students stated that, in his opinion, the most important reason to go to 
university is to find a girlfriend. Later, during a group discussion task on the same topic (with two 
male and two female students), the same student stated that meeting new people and trying new 
things are the most important reasons to go to university. His classmate accused him of giving a 
false opinion during the second task. It is unknown which opinion was genuine, but it appears that 
this student did not express his actual opinion during one of the tasks because of the specific 
classmates he was working with at the time.  
 I also recorded several discouraging comments made by students during discussion test 
post-tasks. Students were discussing their performance on the just completed discussion test. One 
student stated, “I can’t speak my thinking in English.” Another student said, “I can’t express my 
real ideas.” I also heard, “I didn’t say my true opinion. False opinion. Difficult in English.” It is 
possible that the added pressure of the discussion test caused some students to express false 
opinions in order to fulfill course requirements. Several questions came to mind as I reflected on 
these classroom events:  
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 How often do students fail to express their actual opinions and ideas? 
 Do students often express opinions and ideas in class that are not their own?  
 If students were discussing the same topics in their L1, how similar/dissimilar would their ideas 
and opinions be?  
 What is preventing students from expressing their actual opinions in class? 
 By emphasizing fluency development, one of the primary aims of EDC is to “develop 
students’ abilities to use English to communicate meaningfully in real time” (Hurling, 2012, p. 
1.2). In addition to meaningful communication, in the author’s opinion, it is essential to also foster 
authentic communication. It is important that students are willing to express genuine opinions and 
ideas to peers in class. Although it is clear that output is an integral part of language acquisition 
(Block, 2003), I do not think that the case could be made that authentic output is a requirement for 
language learning. Theoretically, even if a learner’s output is entirely fabricated, they can still 
benefit from the opportunity for output. Benefits of output such as noticing, hypothesis testing, 
and building procedural knowledge (de Bot, 1996) would still be valid. However, a case could be 
made that learners can be better motivated by authentic communication. Dörnyei (1994) suggests 
that one way to motivate learners is to “promote the development of group cohesion and enhance 
intermember relations by creating classroom situations in which students can get to know each 
other and share genuine personal information (feelings, fears, desires, etc.)” (p. 282). This 
“genuine personal information” could also include students’ genuine personal opinions and ideas. 
Hansford (2003) states, “If the teacher creates a classroom environment that enables the students 
to feel comfortable and secure, students may be more willing to express their individual opinions” 
(p. 150). Moroi (2014) outlines the many benefits of small class size and the ideal class size of 
eight students for EDC. In EDC, small class size (seven to nine students), frequent pair and small 
group tasks, and opportunities to share genuine personal information likely go a long way toward 
creating a positive classroom environment in which students feel comfortable expressing their 
actual opinions and ideas. This study is an attempt to investigate the following research questions:  
1. To what extent does the content that students produce in EDC reflect their actual opinions/ideas? 
2. What factors can prevent students from articulating their actual opinions/ideas during  EDC? 
 
METHOD 
All of the author’s students from the first semester of the 2015 academic year EDC were asked to 
complete a six-item questionnaire (Appendix). Questionnaire items pertain to classroom situations 
in which students express or do not express their actual opinions (e.g., pair work tasks; group 
discussion tasks). A four-point Likert scale with no middle category (e.g., neither agree nor 
disagree) was used in order to ensure that students make a real choice with their responses 
(Dörnyei, 2003). The questionnaire was written in English and translated into Japanese by a native 
Japanese speaker. One questionnaire item (Q1) included an open-ended item and students were 
instructed to write a short response in Japanese including furigana. The majority of students wrote 
a response entirely in Japanese, but a few wrote a response in English or a combination of Japanese 
and English. One non-Japanese student completed the English version of the questionnaire 
because he was more confident using English as his L1 was not Japanese. The questionnaire was 
administered during lesson 14, the final lesson of the semester. A few students were absent from 
the lesson and one student voluntarily decided not to complete the questionnaire. In total, 95 
students completed the questionnaire However, five students did not write in a response for Q1. 
The written Japanese responses were translated into English by the author, whose L1 is not 
Japanese. Some translations are likely a bit awkward, but I am confident that the main points of 




the student cannot express his actual opinion is lack of English vocabulary.) 
 The questionnaire items were not piloted and it became apparent that one of the items 
was problematic (Q1). It was clear that seven students had misunderstood the questionnaire item 
because the students’ circled responses directly conflicted with their written responses.  
 
 1. In English Discussion Class, I sometimes do not express my actual opinions.  
 Strongly Agree  /  Agree  /  Disagree  /  Strongly Disagree 
 Why? __________________________________________________________ 
 
For example, one student circled “Disagree” but wrote “Because I can’t come up with the English.” 
The misunderstanding was likely due to the design of the questionnaire item. It would have been 
better to emphasize the NOT in the question. Dörnyei (ibid) states that negative constructions 
should be avoided (e.g., items containing ‘no’ or ‘not’), however, in this case the negative 
construction of Q1 was important in order to obtain information about the times when students do 
not express their actual opinions. The “sometimes” in the questionnaire item is also problematic 
because it is not specific or clear (Dörnyei, ibid). Because it is clear that seven students had 
misunderstood the questionnaire item, their responses from Q1 were excluded from this study. 
Data from the five students who left the write-in response blank were also excluded from this 
study because there is no way to determine if they had properly understood the question. It is also 
possible that the absence of a write-in response hints at students’ confusion with the questionnaire 
item (Dörnyei, ibid). Despite the less than ideal design of Q1, it can be confirmed that 87% of 
respondents did understand the questionnaire item because there is clear agreement between the 
circled responses and the written responses (e.g., “Disagree” “Because I think I can express 
everything I want to say in English.”). There are no issues that I am aware of with the other five 
questionnaire items and data from all students who completed the questionnaire were included in 
this study for Q2-Q6.  
 In total, data from 83 students were analyzed for Q1 and data from 95 students were 
analyzed for Q2-Q6. Student levels included Level I (TOEIC score 680 or above), Level II 
(TOEIC score 480 to 679), and Level III (TOEIC score 280 to 479) students. No Level IV (TOEIC 
score below 280) students completed the questionnaire because the author was not teaching Level 
IV classes at the time this study was conducted. 
 
RESULTS 
Results are shown in chart form in Figures 1-7 below. Additional questionnaire data are also 
included in Table 1 and Table 2. 







Table 1. Reasons that students do not express their actual opinions - “Other” Category 
 
 Because the flow of the discussion could be interrupted if I express my actual opinion.  
 I’m not sure if my actual opinion is appropriate for this class. 
 Because I can’t come up with the words and grammar instantly. [Categorized as “Other” 
because of “grammar.”]  
 Because of the circumstances. 
 Because the English expressions don’t come to mind. 
 Because my classmates had already given the same opinion. 
 I don’t know what I should say in English. 
 Because if I explain everything about my actual opinion, I can’t listen to my classmates’ 
opinions. (Different sense of values) 



















AB  V T DIF O
Figure 1. In EDC, I sometimes do not 
express my actual opinions.  
SA = Strongly Agree / A = Agree  
D = Disagree / SD = Strongly Disagree 
Figure 2. Why not? 
AB = Lack of Ability / V = Lack of 
Vocabulary / T = Cannot Translate into 



















































SA  A D SD
Figure 3. In EDC, I express my actual 
opinions to my classmates. 
SA = Strongly Agree / A = Agree D = 
Disagree / SD = Strongly Disagree 
Figure 4. In EDC, I express my actual 
opinions to the instructor. 
SA = Strongly Agree / A = Agree  
D = Disagree / SD = Strongly Disagree 
 
Figure 5. In EDC, I express my actual 
actual opinions to my partner. (e.g., 
during pair work) 
SA = Strongly Agree / A = Agree  
D = Disagree / SD = Strongly Disagree 
Figure 6. In EDC, I express my 
opinions during group discussions. 
(e.g., group discussions with 3-4 
students) 
SA = Strongly Agree / A = Agree 
D = Disagree / SD = Strongly Disagree 
 







Table 2. Questionnaire Data. 
 
SA = Strongly Agree / A = Agree / D = Disagree / SD = Strongly Disagree 
 SA A D SD Misunderstood Blank Total 
Q1 5 56 19 3 7 (data excluded) 5 (data excluded) 83 
Q2 9 73 12 1   95 
Q3 7 69 19 0   95 
Q4 17 72 6 0   95 
Q5 11 72 12 0   95 
Q6 5 66 23 1   95 
 
DISCUSSION 
The first research question concerns the degree of similarity between the content students produce 










SA  A D SD
Figure 7. In EDC, I express my actual 
opinions to the whole class. (e.g., 7-8 
students and the instructor talking 
together)  
SA = Strongly Agree / A = Agree 





students agreed (strongly agree or agree) that they do not express their actual opinion in class, at 
least some of the time. Not enough information was gained from the questionnaire to speculate 
about how often this happens. However, a significant percentage of students (27%) disagreed 
(disagree or strongly disagree). Typical responses include, “For the most part, I express my actual 
opinions honestly” and “Because I usually express my actual opinions.” Some students gave 
stronger reasons (e.g., “It was easy to express each and every one of my actual opinions.”; 
“Because I think I can express everything I want to say in English.”). Based on data from Q2-Q6, 
a clear majority of students also agreed that they do in fact express their actual opinions in class. 
For Q2, 86% of respondents agreed (strongly agree or agree) that they express their actual opinions 
to their classmates. For Q3, 80% of students agreed (strongly agree or agree) that they express 
their actual opinions to the instructor. This slightly lower percentage can possibly be explained by 
the fact there are relatively fewer opportunities for students to express their opinions to the 
instructor as the majority of a typical EDC lesson is student to student interaction. For Q4, 94% 
of students agreed (strongly agree or agree) that they express their actual opinions to their partner 
(e.g. during pair work). It is likely that students are more comfortable communicating with only 
one peer and could be an explanation for this higher result. For Q5, 87% of students agreed 
(strongly agree or agree) that they express their actual opinions during group discussions (e.g., 
group discussions with three or four students). For Q6, 75% of students agreed (strongly agree or 
agree) that they express their actual opinions to the whole class (e.g., seven or eight students and 
the instructor talking together). It is likely that this lower result can be explained by the fact that 
there are few opportunities for whole-class discussions and that it is unlikely that all students 
participate equally in brief whole-class discussions. 
 The second research question concerns factors that can prevent students from 
articulating their actual opinions during class. Looking at the write-in responses to Q1, several 
common themes emerged. The write-in responses were grouped into five categories (Lack of 
Ability / Lack of Vocabulary / Cannot Translate into English / It’s Difficult / Other). Many students 
provided only one reason (e.g., “Because my vocabulary is poor.” was categorized as Lack of 
Vocabulary). However, many students gave multiple reasons and each distinct reason was counted 
(e.g., “Because I can’t come up with the words and grammar instantly.” was categorized as Lack 
of Vocabulary, Lack of Ability, and Other [for grammar]). By far, the most common reasons were 
general lack of ability (39 Responses, e.g., “Because I can’t speak English well.”) and lack of 
vocabulary (17 Responses, e.g., “Because I don’t know a lot of English words.”). Several students 
said that they could not translate their actual opinion into English (five responses, e.g., “Because 
I can’t translate my actual opinion into English.”). A few students wrote about difficulty (three 
responses, e.g., “It’s difficult to give a detailed explanation.”). Several students also gave 
responses that did not fit any of the other categories (nine responses). These “Other” responses are 
listed in Table 1 above. 
 Several students’ comments lend support to Hansford’s (2003) claim that by creating a 
comfortable and secure classroom environment, students may be more willing to express their 
individual opinions (p. 150). For Q1 (In EDC, I sometimes do not express my actual opinions.), 
one student chose “Disagree” and wrote, “Because of the classroom atmosphere, it’s easy to 
express my actual opinions.” Other students commented about an understanding between 
classmates, for example, “Disagree” “Because I believe that my classmates understand me” and 
“Because everyone understands me, I did my best to express my actual opinions.” These 
comments are also in line with Dörnyei’s (1994) suggestion that group cohesion and positive 
intermember relations are tied to the sharing of genuine personal information and learner 
motivation. In this paper’s introduction, I recounted a classroom event in which a student changed 
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his opinion based on the specific peers he was working with at the time. Among the students who 
agreed with Q1, few of them clearly gave “other classmates” as a reason for not expressing actual 
opinions. One student commented that, “Because my classmates had already given the same 
opinion.” Another student hinted at a “different sense of values,” but it is not clear what was meant 
by this response.  
 It might be expected that Level I students (TOEIC Score 680 or above) would report 
greater success expressing their actual opinions in class compared to Level III students (TOEIC 
Score 280 to 479). However this was not the case. For Q1, 67% of Level I students and 66% of 
Level III students agreed (strongly agree or agree) that they sometimes do not express their actual 
opinions in class. Strangely, it was the Level II students (TOEIC Score 480 to 679) who reported 
the highest percentage of agreement for Q1 (85%). There was also not a lot of variation between 
Level I and Level III students’ responses for Q2-Q6. In addition, these two groups reported very 
similar reasons for not expressing actual opinions in class. Despite Level I students having greater 
English proficiency, both Level I and Level III students reported general lack of ability and lack 
of vocabulary as the main reasons for not expressing actual opinions. One limitation of this study 
is the relatively small sample size, especially when divided into student levels. Data from only 12 
students were analyzed for Q1. Data from 33 Level II and 38 Level III students were analyzed for 
Q1. Data from 13 Level I students, 37 Level II students, and 45 Level III students were analyzed 
from Q2-Q6. This limitation very likely affected level-specific results. 
 
CONCLUSION 
It is a positive finding that 87% of students were able to express their actual opinions during group 
discussion tasks. As for the 13% that reported they could not, could something be done to help 
them engage in more authentic communication? A significant number of students stated that a lack 
of English vocabulary was preventing them from expressing their actual opinions. Although the 
focus of EDC is on improving fluency, several EDC instructors have recognized a need for a 
vocabulary component in lessons, especially for lower-level learners (Kambe, 2015; McLaughlin, 
2015; Smith, 2015; Lowe, 2014). It is possible that a more explicit focus on topic-specific 
vocabulary could help some students to better express their actual opinions and ideas. It would be 
interesting to investigate if results would differ significantly if Level IV students (TOEIC Score 
Below 280) were given a similar questionnaire. To gain more general information about this issue, 
it could also be beneficial to record student discussions on one topic in both English and their L1 
in order to find out how similar or dissimilar their ideas and opinions would be. Adding a 
questionnaire item that pertains specifically to the discussion tests could also be insightful (e.g., 
In EDC, I express my actual opinions during discussion tests.). It is possible that the added 
pressure of discussion tests causes some students to give opinions that are not their own, as 
indicated by students’ comments quoted in the introduction.  
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Questionnaire Items - English Version 
1. In English Discussion Class, I sometimes do not express my actual opinions. 
Strongly Agree  /  Agree  /  Disagree  /  Strongly Disagree 
Why? __________________________________________________________ 
2. In English Discussion Class, I express my actual opinions to my classmates. 
Strongly Agree  /  Agree  /  Disagree  /  Strongly Disagree 
3. In English Discussion Class, I express my actual opinions to the instructor. 
Strongly Agree  /  Agree  /  Disagree  /  Strongly Disagree 
4. In English Discussion Class, I express my actual opinions to my partner. (e.g., during pair work) 
Strongly Agree  /  Agree  /  Disagree  /  Strongly Disagree 
5. In English Discussion Class, I express my actual opinions during group discussions. (e.g., group 
discussions with 3-4 students) 
Strongly Agree  /  Agree  /  Disagree  /  Strongly Disagree 
6. In English Discussion Class, I express my actual opinions to the whole class. (e.g., 7-8 students 
and the instructor talking together) 
Strongly Agree  /  Agree  /  Disagree  /  Strongly Disagree 
 
Questionnaire Items - Japanese Version 
1. 英語ディスカッションクラスで、時々自分が本当に思っている意見を伝えないこと
がある。 
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非常にそう思う  そう思う  そう思わない  全くそう思わない 
3. 英語ディスカッションクラスで、自分が本当に思っている意見を先生に伝えられる。 
非常にそう思う  そう思う  そう思わない  全くそう思わない 
4. 英語ディスカッションクラスで、自分が本当に思っている意見をパートナー（ペアワ
ーク時）に伝えられる。 
非常にそう思う  そう思う  そう思わない  全くそう思わない 
5. 英語ディスカッションクラスで、グループディスカッションの時（３－４人のグルー
プ）自分が本当に思っている意見を伝えられる。 
非常にそう思う  そう思う  そう思わない  全くそう思わない 
6. 英語ディスカッションクラスで、自分が本当に思っている意見をクラス全体に（生徒
全員と先生で話をしている時）伝えられる。 
非常にそう思う  そう思う  そう思わない  全くそう思わない 
